Visual feedback reduces co-contraction in children with dystonia.
Inappropriate muscle activation and co-contraction are important features in childhood dystonia, and clinical interventions are often targeted to reduce the excess muscle activation. Previous research has shown that visual biofeedback of muscle activity can help people to reduce excess muscle activation in a variety of motor disorders. To investigate the effectiveness of similar techniques for dystonia, we had participants perform a tracking task with and without visual feedback of co-contraction. Children with dystonia had greater levels of co-contraction than children without dystonia. Most importantly, individuals were able to reduce their co-contraction significantly when visual biofeedback was provided. These results indicate that children with dystonia are able to control co-contraction, at least to a certain extent, provided attention can be directed to the excess muscle activation. These results also suggest that methods of biofeedback focusing on inappropriate muscle activations might provide a clinical benefit for treatment of children with dystonia.